Attitudes, perception of physical education’s objectives and self-competence in secondary school students. Comparison of according to their BMI by Cloes, Marc et al.
 1
Cloes, M., Laraki, N., Dubuisson, J., & Theunissen, C. (2007). Attitudes, Perception of 
Physical Education’s Objectives and Self-Competence Among Secondary School Students. 
Comparison According to BMI. In, P. Heikinaro-Johansson, R. Telama, &  E. McEvoy (Eds.), 
AIESEP World Congress 2006 Proceedings:  The role of physical education and sport in 
promoting physical activity and health (pp. 68-78).  Jyväskylä: University of Jyväskylä, 
Department of Sport Sciences Research Reports No. 4. 
 2
Attitudes, perception of physical education’s objectives and self-competence in 
secondary school students. Comparison of according to their BMI 
 
Cloes, M., Laraki, N., Dubuisson, J. & Theunissen, C. 




Overweight and obesity concern an increasing number of citizens in all industrial 
countries. They are currently considered as an epidemic that could bring major health 
problems in a near future (WHO, 2006). Belgium is also confronted to that problem as 15% of 
the children are overweight (Piette, Parent, Coppieters, Favresse, Bozelmans, Kohn & De 
Smet, 2003). The same authors showed that the proportion of overweight adolescents 
remained stable between 1994 and 2002 even if all actors of education perceive an increase of 
the prevalence of adiposity. Nevertheless, the situation is worrying, justifying the attention 
currently provided to limit the risks of a dramatic evolution. 
 
Based on its preventive or curative roles in the control of body fat (Welk & Blair, 
2000), physical activity is now recognized as a priority and must be promoted (U.S. 
Department of Health and Human Services, 1996). The recent multisectoral strategy 
elaborated by WHO/CDC (2005) underlines that schools and PE teachers are indisputable 
partners in the development of an active lifestyle in young people. For most health authorities, 
they should be directly involved in the battle against obesity. On the other hand, several 
authors pointed out that physical educators should minimize the problem (Gard & Wright, 
2001; Green, 2004; Kirk, 2006). 
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 Whatever the opinion about the role that PE might play in obesity control, it would be 
generally accepted that PE is identified as the cornerstone for physically active lifestyle 
(Tappe & Burgeson, 2004). These authors underled that this status was in concurrence with an 
increased pressure for academic accountability.  
 
 According to the context of the class, characteristics of facilities and content of the PE 
programme, PE lessons failed often to reach the physical activity requirements that have been 
recognized as determining for health (Fairclough & Stratton, 2005). That means that physical 
educators’ work should be integrated in an overall school project aiming to increase the 
amount of physical activity of all people belonging to the school community. The concept of 
active-school has been developed (Cale, 1997). Pate, Davis, Robinson, Stone, McKenzie and 
Young (2006) pointed out that schools are able to adopt effective strategies to increase 
physical activity of their students. They proposed policy and practice recommendations which 
are now endorsed by public health, medical and educational authorities. 
 
 A key variable that might contribute to the success of any project aiming to improve 
physical activity deals with the enjoyment of the participants (Weiss, 2000). Moreover, 
perception of competence directly influence attitudes and is a determining variable according 
to its role in motivation (Duda, 1986). Perception of competence is related to students’ 
involvement in PE classes (Carreiro da Costa, Peireira, Diniz & Piéron, 1997; Cloes, Motter, 
Ledent, & Piéron, 2002). Even if some practitioners say that overweight pupils do not have 
motivation problems in PE, we do not know if BMI presents some relationships to attitudes 
towards PE. Literature shows that BMI is negatively correlated with self-perception 
(Raustorp, Stahle, Gudasi, Kinnunen, & Mattson, 2005). Moreover, Olsely, Booth and Chey 
(2004) showed that body composition affected fundamental movement skills among children 
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and adolescents. According to that, overweight children and youth might suffer ridicule and 
teasing from their peers and could opt out activities and limit their involvement while they 
should be more active to encounter the physical activity requirements (USDHH & USDA, 
2005).  
 
Several publications propose practical information to adapt PE teaching process to 
obese students (Mourrier & Devoise, 2001; Olivier, Garrigues, Rubio, Cassagne, Tauber & 
Rivière, 2004). These strategies are determining according to the potential effect that an 
increasing involvement in PE lessons can have on the weight control of overweight and obese 
students. It appeared that one additional hour of PE reduced BMI among girls (Datar & 
Sturm, 2004). Moreover, BMI percentiles of primary school pupils involved in exercise-
oriented classes were significantly lower than those from pupils in non-exercise-oriented 
classes (Zirali & Döring, 2004). On the contrary, Cawley, Meyerhoefer & Newhouse, 2005) 
pointed out that PE time has no detectable impact on youth BMI. Even if the available data do 
not provide clear trends, it would be interesting to identify more precisely motivational 
characteristics of overweight and obese students in PE settings. Knowing better their attitude 
towards PE as well as their perceived competence would help physical educators to 




This study aimed to determine if students’ attitudes towards school and PE differ 
according to their BMI. Moreover, we wanted also to verify if students differing according to 
their BMI assign distinct objectives to PE as well as to compare their self perception of 





Four general and two vocational secondary level schools out of the 36 located in the 
Liège area were randomly chosen to be involved in the study. Directors were informed about 
the project and allowed us to collect data among their students. One school asked 
consentement to the parents (it is not necessary in Belgium). In each school, our goal was to 
gather data from 25 girls and 25 boys for each of the six grade levels (students aged between 
12 and 18). Two of the researchers met youth during PE lessons. They proposed a 
questionnaire and measured students’ height and weight. They proposed a questionnaire and 
measured students’ height and weight. The same calibrated measurement system was used for 
all classes. The morphological data was taken by a researcher of the same gender than the 
students (simple gender PE classes). This was a specific requirement imposed by the 
education supervisor. The questionnaire comprised 25 closed-ended questions proposing four-
level Likert scales or check lists. This paper will focus on selected variables: (a) the affective 
component of attitude towards physical education («Usually, physical education lessons in 
school… 4= I love, 3= I like, 2= I dislike, 1= I hate»), (b) the cognitive component of attitude 
towards physical education («For me, physical education at school is…4= very important, 3= 
important, 2= less important, 1= not important at all»), (c) the perceived competence 
(«Usually, in physical education… 4= I am really able, 3= I am able, 2= I am weak, 1= I am 
really weak»), (d) the affective and cognitive components of attitude towards school, (e) the 
perceived level of involvement in PE («Usually, in PE lessons, you are intensively involved… 
4= Always, 3= Often, 2= Sometimes, 1= Never»), (f) the perceived importance of  eight 
objectives of PE («In your opinion, physical education is a useful way to… 4= Very 
important, 3= Important, 2= Less important, 1= Not important at all»). These scales were used 
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by Cloes et al. (2002) and Ledent, Cloes and Piéron (1997) in similar school contexts. The 
students needed a mean of 10 minutes to fulfil the questionnaire. 
 
BMI (W/H²) was used to determine the body composition. Students were compared 
according to three categories of BMI (underweight, normal weight, overweight + obese) using 
tables adapted to the < 20 year old Belgian youth (VUB-KUL, 2004). 
 
1,200 questionnaires have been collected in general schools; 600 in vocational 
schools. After a first analysis, several questionnaires were discarded according to the poor 
quality of answers (students ticking the boxes on the same side of the scale or writing 
inappropriate comments …). The 1,061 remaining questionnaires in the general schools 
represented 28% of their overall population. In the vocational schools, only 98 questionnaires 
were selected (10% of the overall population). We decided to meet 30 additional students 
proposing them verbal assistance to get a better rate of answers. Finally, the database 
comprised answers from 1189 students. Data were processed using the 2006 Statistica 
software. The X² test was used to determine the influence of the variables. We also used the 
test of comparison of two proportions to analyse of the difference between subgroups. The 
limit of .05 for significance has been chosen. 
 
Results and discussion 
 
 After presenting BMI categories in students, we will propose the most interesting 
results among the analyzed motivational aspects focusing on differences according to 
student’s characteristics.  
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BMI of the students 
 
Data showed that the distribution of the students corresponded to a good ranking 
within the European countries (IOTF, 2005). Some differences were identified between girls 
and boys (Table 1). More boys than girls presented high BMI while female students were 
often classified in the underweight category. Significant differences between genders 
appeared since 15. It is possible to consider that boys are less attentive to weight control than 
girls. In girls, overweight increased according to age (X²: 40.86; p < .0001). The picture 
provided in our study is similar to the results of a large health enquiry conducted in Belgium 
five years ago (Piette et al., 2003). 
Table 1 – Categories of BMI 
  All (%) Girls (%) Boys (%) p 
Underweight 11.5 15 8.1 .0002 
Normal 78.9 78.1 79.7 ns 
Overweight 9.3 6.6 11.9 .0017 
Obese 0.3 0.3 0.3 ns 
 
 
Attitude towards school 
At least 3 students out of 4 love or like school. According to the common opinion 
about the lack of interest of adolescents towards school, that finding is encouraging. Boys 
were less enthusiast than girls about school. That difference is often underlined and has been 
linked to a more “scholar” approach of girls. That difference was pointed out at each age. It 
was statistically significant for normal weight and overweight students (p ≤ .0103). Figure 1 
shows that affective component of attitude towards school differed in opposite way according 
to the gender and BMI. In boys, a decreasing trend was pointed out according to the degree of 
adiposity while the opposite appeared in girls. These situations existed in general and 
vocational schools but did not reach to statistical level (X² ≤ 1.40; p > .05). The design of the 
study does not allow us to propose sound explanation. Finally, as it was pointed out in other 
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studies (Delfosse, Cloes, Ledent, & Piéron, 1994), we noticed a slight but clear decrease of 
the proportion of students presenting a positive attitude towards school through schooling.  
 
The cognitive component of attitude towards school revealed that almost all students 
consider it at least as important (Figure 1). Only one statistical difference was identified: less 
underweight boys mentioned positive opinions than their female classmates (p = .044). 
 
Attitude towards PE 
 
 Affective and cognitive components of attitude towards PE are systematically lower in 
girls than in boys (Figure 2). That finding is consistent with international data (Silverman & 
Subramamian, 1999). It should encourage researchers and practitioners to develop strategies 
aiming to change the situation in girls. In fact, these poor attitudes towards PE might be set in 
parallel with the lower rates of physical activity pointed out in girls and women (European 
Opinion Research Group, 2003). Globally, it seems that attitude towards PE decreases as the 
adiposity increases (Figure 2). The differences are not statistically significant (X² ≥ .76; p > .05 
but we noticed that underweight boys tended to appreciate more PE than their overweight 
classmates (p = .09).  
 
Attitude towards PE tended to decrease as girls and boys become older. Students with 
a normal BMI showed a more stable attitude across the time but no statistical significant trend 
has been evidenced. 
 
Findings do not support the hypothesis proposing that fatter students would develop 
less positive attitudes towards PE. Teaching strategies providing opportunities to practice to 
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all students might explain that situation as well as the non competitive climate recommended 
by the PE programmes in Wallonia (Ministère de la Communauté française, 2000). Cloes, 
Demblon, Pirottin, Ledent and Piéron (1999) pointed out that PE teachers were ready to deal 
with the presence of overweight students in their classes and to take into account their 
individual characteristics.  
 
Perceived competence and involvement  
 
 Self perception in PE differed according gender and category of BMI (Figure 3).  Girls 
had a less positive opinion of themselves than boys whatever their BMI (P < .05). Moreover, 
there was a statistically significant decrease of the self perception as the BMI increases. 
Overweight boys and girls were proportionally less to consider themselves as competent in PE 
compared to their classmates (p ≤ .024). No clear trends were identified according to the 
students’ age. These findings indicate that differences in performance of locomotors skills 
(Okely et al., 2004) and fitness (Fogelholm, Stigman, Huisman & Metsämuuronen, 2007) 
pointed out according to weight status might be combined to dramatic differences in opinion 
of the youth about themselves. As perception of competence is a key of motivation, our 
findings underline that additional support should be provided to overweight students in order 
to help them to build a more positive view of their skills. Proposing individualized objectives 
and emphasizing personal achievement would be effective strategies.  
 
 According to the subgroup, 60.7 to 76.4% of the students considered to be well 
involved during their PE lessons (Figure 4). Normal weight boys considered them to be more 
involved than their male overweight classmates (p = .01) and normal weight girls (p = .02). 
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The absence of clear differences between students would support the opinion of some PE 
teachers considering that students’ adiposity does not influence the behaviour of the youth.  
 
Objectives of PE 
 
Without surprise, “Enjoyment” was the objective considered as very important by 
most of the students (Figure 5). It underlines that despite all efforts of the educational 
authorities to provide PE an official role in the development of competencies, the course is 
still perceived by the students as an opportunity to disconnect from the cognitive load 
requested by the school. It is noteworthy that PE teachers themselves and schools directors 
did not disregard that objective (Mees, Renard, & Carlier, 1988). On the other hand, it is 
interesting to note that “Health” was considered as a very important objective of PE by 6 
students out of 10. When one considers that PE is not officially in charge of health education 
in Wallonia, this means that it benefits to positive beliefs and should provide a greater 
emphasis on that aspect. Only 37 % of the students identified “Fitness” as a very important PE 
objective. If that finding is combined to the fact that only one fourth of them pointed out the 
role of PE for sport education, it evidences that students’ opinions are differing to the 
objectives determined by the official programmes (Ministère de la Communauté française, 
2000). It is not difficult to understand the motivation’s problem reported by some PE teachers 
(Cloes, Ledent, Delfosse & Piéron, 2001). 
 
No clear trends appeared from the comparison of the subgroups (Figure 6). In both 
genders: (1) “Health” seemed to take a greater place in overweight students; (2) “Fitness” was 
lower in overweight category (X² : 5.77; p = 0.56); (3) “Friendship” was higher in 
overweight; (4) “Skill learning” was higher in “normal” students; (5) “Relaxation” (stress 
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management) decreased according to BMI. When considering students despite of their BMI, 
“Enjoyment” and “Relaxation” in both genders and “Fitness” in girls remained at the same 
proportion whatever the age while other objectives showed a decreasing trends that could 
indicate that students loose their positive representations about PE when they become older, 
confirming the evolution of the attitudes. Very few strong trends can be identified according 
the BMI: the three categories of students presented similar lines. 
 
 Findings indicate that students’ adiposity does not have an apparent influence on the 
identification of PE objectives in adolescents. Nevertheless, as students seemed not really 
aware of the priorities given to the course, PE teachers would emphasize more and more the 
role that they want to provide to their teaching activity explaining it to the students and 




 The main finding of our study deals with the identification of a clear link between 
adiposity category and perceived competence in PE. Even if that relationship seemed not to 
influence other motivational aspects such as attitudes towards school and PE, perceived 
involvement in PE lessons or PE objectives, we consider that PE teachers should be attentive 
to the weight status of their students and carefully analyze its physical, motoric, psychological 
and social impacts. Their role consists to point out immediately changes that might affect the 
students’ behaviour. Moreover, they should contribute to avoid alteration of the overweight 
students’ self image by proposing learning tasks/objectives that could allow overweight youth 
to feel well during physical activity.  Underweight students did not seem to be affected by 
their weight status. On the contrary, being thin they would feel themselves more competent 
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and should be encouraged to participate in physical activities and adopt a lifelong healthy 
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Figure 2 – Attitude towards physical education
 21














































































Most important - Boys (%)












Most important - Girls (%)












Figure 6 – Perceived PE objectives in boys and girls
